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Abstract: 
 The crime of migrant smuggling has been one of the real challenges facing the African 
continent, especially in the recent years, as many organized criminal networks managed to exploit 
the great opportunities provided by  Economic liberalization and the opening of inter- 
state  borders to expand their activities.   Given the negative Implications of migrant 
smuggling, such phenomenon has become worthy of attention, especially that criminal networks 
involved in such crimes are threatening the national security and territorial integrity of states, not 
only at the domestic level but also at the regional one. 
 In this context, this paper seeks to analyze the crime of migrant smuggling, with specific 
emphasis on the Horn of Africa, an area that is considered one of the most prominent conflict 
Zones in the world, which created a favorable environment for smugglers to enrich themselves & 
maximize their profits through organizing illegal migration for individuals & groups outside the 
horn.  
 For such purpose, the paper is divided into four main parts, the first of which provides a 
conceptual Framework for migrant smuggling and other related concepts, and then the 
second part focuses on the causes underlying the phenomenon of smuggling of migrants in the 
horn region. Next comes the third part which is mainly concerned with the scope of 
the phenomenon and the flow of migrants in the region. Finally, the fourth part presents the 
strategies and mechanisms that have been developed by the UN, in an attempt to combat migrant 
smuggling in the horn of Africa. 
Keywords: Migrant Smuggling- Horn of Africa- Conflict- Corruption- Asylum seeking. 
Introduction 
              Migrant smuggling is one of the major 
challenges facing many African countries starting 
the last quarter of the twentieth century. Given the 
modern technology, together with the facilitation of 
Inter- state movements in the era of globalization, 
specialized gangs have been active in practicing not 
only migrant smuggling, but also different forms 
of organized crime, that may vary to include human 
trafficking, drug trafficking, arms trafficking, 
Money Laundering, and other illegal practices. In 
this context, Crime is no longer 
confined to the borders of the nation state itself; 
however, it exceeded this to become a cross- border 
activity and a sort of business for many illegal 
criminal networks.  There are multiple factors that 
contributed to facilitate such 
illegal activities; however, the inability of African 
countries to secure border control was 
behind the spread of these crimes not only 
throughout the continent but also towards the 
shores of European countries.  
              Given the negative Implications of all 
forms of organized crime, such phenomenon has 
become worthy of attention, especially that 
criminal networks involved in such crimes are 
acquiring power and knowledge to the extent that 
their practices are threatening the  national 
security and territorial integrity of states, not only 
at the domestic level but also at the regional one. In 
this Context, the United Nations adopted a series of 
theoretical and practical mechanisms and 
procedures which were designed to address such 
matter especially in the African Context. One of the 
most important tools employed by the UN was The 
UN Convention against Transnational Organized 
Crime and its supplementary protocols, adopted in 
November 2000. This treaty, together with its 
protocols on combating human trafficking, migrant 
smuggling and arms trafficking, provide the basic 
framework governing the role of the United 
Nations in the fight against all forms of organized 
crime. 
              Based on the above, this paper seeks to 
analyze the crime of migrant smuggling, with 
specific emphasis on the Horn of Africa, an area 
that is considered one of the most prominent 
conflict Zones in the world, such conflicts that 
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provided a favorable 
environment for the spread of criminal 
networks, which have achieved huge 
profits from the smuggling of migrants and 
weapons in the region. Perhaps the high rate of 
migrant smuggling in Africa requires an in depth 
analysis, in order to shed the light on different 
dimensions, causes and effects of such crime, in an 
attempt to assess the effectiveness of international 
strategies that have been deployed to combat it.  
              For such purpose, the paper is divided 
into four main parts, the first of which provides a 
conceptual Framework for migrant smuggling and 
other related concepts, and then the 
second part focuses on the causes underlying the 
phenomenon of smuggling of migrants in the horn 
of Africa. Next comes the third part which is 
mainly concerned with the scope of 
the phenomenon and the flow of migrants 
in the Horn of Africa. Finally, the fourth part 
presents the strategies and mechanisms that have 
been developed by the UN, in an attempt to combat 
migrant smuggling in the horn of Africa. The paper 
ends with a conclusion that summarizes the main 
findings of the study. 
First: Migrant Smuggling in The Horn: A 
conceptual Framework 
              The concept of "Migrant Smuggling" has 
recently attracted the attention of many scholars, in 
an attempt to understand the concept and 
distinguish it from other related concepts that may 
overlap with it in practice, especially that the 
smuggling of migrants is a process that involves 
many groups and goes through multiple stages. The 
following is a review   of what is meant by this 
concept, and how to differentiate it from other 
related concepts or processes. 
 What is migrant smuggling? 
              The United Nations Protocol Against the 
Smuggling of Migrants by Land, Sea and Air, 
supplementing the United Nations Convention 
against transnational organized crime, provides a 
precise definition of the concept of 
the smuggling of migrants –usually referred to as 
migrant smuggling- which was described as the 
"procurement, in order to obtain, directly or 
indirectly, a financial or other material benefit, of 
the illegal entry of a person into a State Party of 
which the person is not a national or a permanent 
resident." To complement this concept, Article 6 
of the Protocol emphasized that Member 
States should take all legislative and other 
appropriate measures to criminalize all practices 
related to the smuggling of migrants, including the 
preparation of illegal travel documents or false 
identity documents or other papers that could 
enable any person not a citizen or resident 
of a particular country to stay there without 
complying with the necessary requirements 
for legitimate entry or residence.(UN, 2241, 2000)
i
   
 In this Context, the literature 
concerned with studying migration issues was 
mainly concerned about clarifying the distinction 
between migrant smuggling and other inter- related 
concepts that may overlap with one another, 
especially concepts like "human trafficking" and 
"Asylum seeking".  
 In regards to human trafficking, The UN 
Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish 
Trafficking in Persons Especially Women and 
Children defines human trafficking as "the 
recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or 
receipt of persons, by means of the threat or use of 
force or other forms of coercion, of abduction, of 
fraud, of deception, of the abuse of power or of a 
position of vulnerability or of the giving or 
receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the 
consent of a person having control over another 
person, for the purpose of exploitation. "(UN, 
2237, 2000)
ii
 
              In this sense, it is noted that 
there are four major differences between migrant 
smuggling and human trafficking, which can be 
easily illustrated as follows. (UN, 2013)
iii
  
(A) Difference in the 
purpose: exploitation represents the main purpose 
of trafficking in persons, where profits come 
mainly from exploiting the victims and usually the 
exploitation stage extends for many years. As 
for smuggling of migrants, exploitation is not the 
purpose of smugglers, as they only provide 
migrants with illegal documents to facilitate their 
entrance or residence in another country, and thus 
the relationship between the migrant and the 
smuggler ends just after the latter facilitate such 
entrance or residence in the country where the 
former want to stay. 
(B) Difference in the nature: trafficking could 
involve taking persons from one place to another 
within a single country's borders; however, 
smuggling of migrants has a transnational nature, 
in the sense that it always involves a transition 
between two or more countries. 
(C) Difference in victims' consent: The 
smuggling of migrants usually happens with full 
consent of the people who are smuggled; while 
trafficking usually happens compulsively 
without the consent of the victims trafficked. 
(D) Difference in the timing of gaining profit: 
Migrant smugglers get their profits by transporting 
people, and this is usually at the beginning of 
the journey, while traffickers earn additional profits 
by exploiting victims transferred to constitute a 
continuing source of profit for trafficking networks. 
 In regards to asylum, The UN Convention 
relating to the Status of Refugees, as 
amended with a protocol in 1967, defines the 
refugee as " a person who is 
outside the country of his nationality because of 
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well- founded fear of being 
persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, 
membership of a particular social group or political 
opinion, and thereby can not enjoy 
the protection of that country because of that 
fear." Despite the obvious differences 
between the concept of refugee or asylum seeker 
and that of migrant smuggling, many asylum 
seekers use migrant smugglers' services so that they 
can reach the destination country where they can 
apply for asylum. Therefore, it is worth mentioning 
that the Smuggling of Migrants Protocol has 
stressed the commitment to 
the Convention on refugees and the principles 
contained therein, especially the 
principle of non refoulement. (UN, 2013)
iv
   
1. What comprises the Horn of Africa? 
 The Horn of Africa refers to that region in 
the eastern part of the African continent, which 
traditionally consists of Somalia, Djibouti, Ethiopia 
and Eritrea, in the narrow geographical sense. 
Geopolitically, many countries could be added to 
the horn region, due to their close ties with the 
previously mentioned countries of the Horn. As a 
result, we started to hear about the Greater horn of 
Africa, which is largely a political concept that 
incorporates Kenya, Sudan, and lately southern 
Sudan into the Horn region, and some analysts add 
Uganda & Yemen referring to their integrated 
relationships with all countries of the horn. As seen 
on the map of the horn, this region has access to 
The Red Sea, The Indian Ocean & the Gulf of 
Aden, in addition to the River Nile, which makes it 
of strategic importance to great powers in the 
world. Moreover, the countries of the horn cover an 
area of over 5 million square kilometers, with a 
total population of around 170 million in 2008. 
(Mesfin, 2010)
v
 
The Map of the Horn of Africa 
 
Source: US Department of State: Map of the Horn of Africa 
http://www.state.gov/p/af/rt/hornofafrica/169532.htm 
Second: Causes of migrant smuggling 
in the Horn of Africa 
 There are multiple causes that contributed 
to broadening the scope of migrant smuggling in 
the horn of Africa, among which are poverty, 
ignorance and lack of political 
will, wars and armed conflicts, corruption and 
unemployment, border insecurity and others. Such 
conditions related to instability, usually lead 
migrants to look for illegal means to leave their 
countries in pursuit of false 
promises of better living standards, which pave the 
way for smugglers to maximize their profit from 
migrant smuggling operations. Whereas most 
African countries suffer from such problems of 
instability, the horn of Africa has witnessed large 
flows of migrants smuggled inside and outside the 
continent. The following are some of the most 
prominent factors underlying the phenomenon of 
migrant smuggling in the Horn of Africa: 
1. Inter and Intra- state conflicts: 
The Horn of Africa is considered one of the most 
complex regions in the continent, in terms of 
the nature of interactions among its states. In other 
words, there is a history of hostilities among states 
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in the horn that derived them into wars and 
conflicts against one another in many times. In 
general, a number of factors have contributed to the 
outbreak of conflicts in the horn, which resulted 
in a state of instability throughout the region. 
(Wassara, 2002)
vi
 These conditions provide a 
perfect context for criminal networks in practicing 
their illegal activities. 
 Territorial and Border disputes are 
examples of the most prominent forms of conflict, 
and are indeed common sources of instability in the 
Horn of Africa. This is mainly because two of these 
disputes erupted into a full scale war, as shown on 
table (1), one between Ethiopia and Somalia over 
Ethiopia's Somali inhabited territory of Ogaden, 
and the other between Ethiopia and Eritrea over the 
border from Badme to Bure. These two conflicts 
witnessed many developments which led to many 
casualties in lives and resources. Moreover, the 
horn has witnessed many tensions among states 
that negatively affected people in almost all 
countries of the region. (Kornprobst, 2002)
 vii
 In 
this Context, the eruption of inter- State conflicts 
and wars has contributed in creating a repulsive 
environment for people who want to live in 
political stability and economic prosperity, and 
thereby, they decided to migrate illegally, with the 
help of smugglers who managed to maximize their 
profits as a result of smuggling migrants, especially 
from areas that are exposed to conflicts and wars. 
Table (1) 
Inter- State conflicts in The Horn of Africa 
Year Type of 
Conflict 
States 
Involved 
Major 
Issue or 
area of 
Conflict 
1960s Tensions Kenya- 
Somalia 
Control of 
Northern 
Frontier 
District 
(NFD) 
1977- 
1978 
Full Scale 
War 
Ethiopia- 
Somalia 
Control of 
Haud and 
Ogaden 
1998- 
2000 
Full Scale 
War 
Eritrea- 
Ethiopia 
Territorial 
Dispute 
2006- 
2008 
Intervention Ethiopia- 
Somalia 
Ethiopia 
intervened 
as part of 
the global 
war on 
terror 
2008- 
2009 
Brief armed 
confrontation 
Eritrea- 
Djibouti 
Territorial 
Dispute 
Source: Berouk Mesfin: The Horn of Africa as a 
security complex: Towards a theoretical 
Framework, p. 5, 
at:http://www.open.ac.uk/socialsciences/bisa-
africa/confpapers/2010/horn-of-africa-b-mefsin.pdf 
              On the other hand, the horn of Africa 
witnessed the longest intra- state conflicts in the 
history of the African continent, with special 
emphasis on Sudan, which has faced The most 
deadly civil wars in terms of casualties, including 
the civil war between the north & the south from 
1960 to 1972, which has been renewed from 1983 
to 2002, the conflict in Darfur from 2003 to the 
present, The conflict in eastern Sudan between the 
government and the Beja Congress and the 
Rashaida Free Lions of the East; and rebellion of 
the Nuba mountain region, In addition to the civil 
war in Southern Sudan which erupted a few months 
after gaining independence from the republic of 
Sudan in 2011 to the present. Besides,Since the 
collapse of Somalia, the country has witnessed 
wars among various warlords, 1991 to 2006; in 
Puntland against the fragile state of Somalia, 2004; 
ICU vs. The Alliance for the Restoration of Peace 
and Counter-Terrorism (ARPCT), 2006; TFG vs. 
ICU, 2005–06; TFG against the al Shebab, 2009 to 
the present. Moreover, Ethiopia has also 
encountered the greatest number of civil-wars in 
the region, including those against the Eritrea 
liberation movements, 1961 to 1991; the Tigrai 
People’s Liberation Front (TPLF), 1975 to 1991; 
the Western Somali Liberation Front (WSLF), 
1974 to 1978; the Oromo Liberation Front, 1975 to 
the present; the Afar Liberation Front, 1975 to 
1997; and the Ogaden National Liberation Front, 
1984 to the present. In addition to Ethiopia, Kenya 
was not far from internal conflicts, one of which 
was the 1992 violence which led to approximately 
2,000 deaths and 500,000 displaced persons. The 
2007 post-election violence that rocked the country 
is another example of internal conflicts that 
resulted in the death of about 1,300 people and the 
displacement of over 600,000. (Mengisteab, 2011)
 
viii
 
 It’s worth saying that many of the 
struggles over economic and political power in the 
horn have taken the form of ethnic conflict, usually 
motivated by dominating groups in the pursuit of 
power. Besides, the region has witnessed the rise of 
Islamic radicals who tried to impose their version 
of Islam on others, as has already been the case in 
the Sudan and some parts of Somalia. In these 
circumstances, hundreds of thousands of casualties 
in civil wars, together with bad implications of 
wars on the infrastructure of the state, all these 
factors encouraged the victims of such violent 
conflicts to look for all possible mechanisms to 
escape such conditions & many people have fled 
their countries irregularly and become refugees in 
other countries either within the continent or 
elsewhere. (Maxted and Zegeye, 2001)
ix
 
2. Fragility of economies in the Horn 
 The majority of the economies in the horn 
of Africa can be described as fragile economies, in 
the sense that they depend mainly on primary 
commodities for export, which makes them 
dependent on the west, and easily affected by any 
fluctuations or even shocks that are caused by 
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changes in the prices of their commodities in the 
international market. In this context, such 
economies are incapable of meeting the basic needs 
of people in the horn, (Mesfin, 2010)
x
 who then 
start to resort to irregular forms of migration with 
the help of smugglers, in an attempt to live in a 
more relatively stable economy, where they could 
have better chances to satisfy their basic needs for 
food and shelter. 
3. Poverty and Unemployment 
              Poverty and unemployment are examples 
of the driving factors for migrants to hire 
smugglers to secure illegal migration out of the 
horn in search for better life & job 
opportunities. The majority of countries in 
the Horn of Africa are classified as poor countries, 
with an average per capita income of about 
150 dollars in a country like Somalia that ranked 
the last among 189 countries surveyed in the World 
Bank report in 2013, marking the lowest per capita 
income in the world. As for the rest of the countries 
if the Horn, Eritrea ranked the 160th, where 
the average per capita income was about $ 498, 
compared to $ 544 in Ethiopia, and 1668 in 
Djibouti, according to the same report. (IOM, 
2014)
 xi
 
 In this context, countries of the horn are 
among the poorest countries of the world, as 30 
million people –or about 48% of the rural 
population- live below the poverty line in Ethiopia, 
compared to 50% in Kenya, according to 2013 
statistics. This is partly due to the mismanagement 
of resources by the ruling elite in almost all 
countries of the region in order to exploit 
the resources of the State for the purpose of 
illegal self – enrichment or due to the inequality in 
the levels of income. (Interaction, 2013)
xii
  
 On the other hand, it is noted that there is 
a decline in the level of education and health 
for the majority of the Horn countries, and perhaps 
this is what can be inferred through the 
world Human Development Report. All countries 
of the horn achieved low human development to be 
classified within the least developed countries of 
the world, recording less than or equivalent to 0.55 
on the Human Development Index (HDI). (AFDB, 
2015)
xiii
 As shown in the contents of the table 
below, Eritrea ranked 186 out of 188 countries 
included on the HDI issued by the World Bank in 
the year 2014, whereas Kenya ranked 145, 
compared to Sudan which ranked 167. In regards to 
Ethiopia and Djibouti, their ranks amounted to 174 
and 168 respectively. All these indicators point to 
the declining economic conditions and widespread 
poverty in most countries of the Horn of Africa. 
(UNDP, 2015)
xiv
  
 
 
 
Table (2) 
Human Development index in the countries of 
the Horn of Africa in 2014 
State HDI HDI Rank 
Djibouti 0.470 168 
Eritrea 0.391 186 
Ethiopia 0.442 174 
Kenya 0.548 145 
Somalia - - 
Sudan 0.479 167 
Southern 
Sudan 
- - 
Source: The UNDP Human Development Report 
2015: Trends in the Human Development Index 
1990- 2014, at: 
http://hdr.undp.org/en/composite/trends 
 Based on the foregoing, it can be said 
that poverty is one of the deriving factors 
underlying migrant smuggling in 
the region. Perhaps this is evident in the case 
of some Ethiopians and Eritreans who have almost 
no resources to pay for the smugglers, and thereby, 
they surrender to migrant smugglers to escape their 
harsh living conditions, which makes them 
vulnerable to many abuses by the smugglers during 
the whole trip, to the extent that they may lose their 
lives due to the lack of food and water supplies all 
through the migration journey. Despite this fact, 
poverty is not always the cause behind irregular 
migration attempts, as sometimes rich families 
resort to this type of migration in an attempt to 
apply for asylum in any country of their 
choice. Nevertheless, poverty remains one of 
the main motives of migrant smuggling in the Horn 
of Africa. 
4. Drought and Famine 
  The peoples of the horn of Africa 
have faced a major food crisis that resulted 
from drought and food insecurity affecting the 
region, especially in the year 2011, the year that 
was considered the eastern Horn's driest year on 
record, as the drought it has brought was the worst 
in 60 years. (IFRC, 2012)
xv
 Despite the fact that the 
horn of Africa is regularly exposed to drought, that 
year was really different compared to all previous 
ones. This is due to the combination between 
drought and escalating prices of food and armed 
conflicts. In July 2011, around 13 million people 
were affected by drought & needed humanitarian 
assistance in Somalia, Kenya, Ethiopia and 
Djibouti, to the extent that the UN classified 6 
regions of Somalia as famine zones in September 
2011, where more than 250,000 people were at risk 
of starvation, most of them were children. 
(UNICEF, 2012)
xvi
  
 A quick look at the repercussions of 
drought in each of the horn countries reveal the 
disaster in which people were living. In Somalia for 
instance, 1.85 million children were in need of 
humanitarian Assistance in 2011, where the 
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number of acutely malnourished children has 
increased from 476,000 in January to 780,000 by 
mid 2011, which is almost doubled. The situation 
in Kenya is almost the same or even worse, where 
3,500,000 people in northern Kenya were affected 
by Drought, mainly in regions of Turkana, Wajir, 
Mandera, Isiolo, Marsabit and Moyale. In 2011, the 
nutrition sector estimated that the number of 
children affected by acute malnutrition was as high 
as 385,000 children, in addition to 90,000 pregnant 
and lactating women facing the same conditions. In 
Djibouti, around 120,000 people required 
emergency assistance due to drought and lack of 
drinking water, compared to around 4.5 million in 
Ethiopia who needed urgent food assistance, 
leaving 159,220 children at risk of accurate 
malnutrition, 2 million children at risk of measles, 
5 million at risk of diarrhea and 8.8 million 
children at risk of Malaria. Given such 
circumstances, the overall funds required to save 
people in crisis in the horn were nearly $300 
million, of which $200 million were unfunded, 
leading to many casualties and many sufferings 
without resources to satisfy the basic needs of 
people. (UNICEF, 2011)
xvii
 
 As a result of the severe conditions of 
drought in the horn, combined with other factors 
like diseases, food insecurity & escalating prices of 
food, that are really the repercussions of drought, 
many people fled their countries and decided to 
migrate illegally elsewhere either inside or outside 
the horn, with the help of smugglers. In Somalia, 
people moved by thousands towards other 
neighboring countries. Estimates showed that 
around 1000 children have crossed the borders 
daily from Somalia to Ethiopia, where they are 
totally exhausted in the journey & are acutely 
malnourished. All these flows led to a refugee 
emergency in border areas, especially in Kenya, 
where 1300 people arrived daily to the Dadaab 
refugee camp during the year 2011 as a result of 
drought & food insecurity, most of whom are 
women & children. In Ethiopia, the number of 
refugees reaching the Somali region of Ethiopia 
reached around 2000 new arrivals per day in July & 
August 2011. (UNICEF, 2011)
xviii
 
5. Corruption 
 Corruption works more as a catalyst than 
as a leading factor in facilitating smuggling of 
migrants in the Horn of Africa. According 
to the corruption perception index provided 
by Transparency International, The African 
continent is considered the most corrupt continent 
in the world. Data regarding the ranking of 
countries in the horn of Africa on the Corruption 
Perceptions Index issued in 2014 indicated that the 
Horn countries occupied the last rank on the index, 
where Somalia was ranked 175 out of 175 
countries surveyed on the index, which indicates 
the spread of corruption on a large scale, 
while Eritrea ranked 166, and Ethiopia came on the 
110th rank, compared to Djibouti which ranked the 
107th. In addition, Sudan and Southern Sudan were 
so close in their ranks on the CPI, scoring 173 and 
171 respectively. (TI, 2014)
xix
   
 In this regard, corruption plays a major 
role in facilitating the smuggling of migrants in the 
horn of Africa, as it provides a strong cover for 
networks who smuggle migrants. Rampant 
corruption in Kenya has been a major cause of 
making Kenya a transit country for migrant 
smuggling across the Horn of Africa. In 2015, 
Kenya scored 25 points out of 100 on the 2015 CPI 
released by Transparency International in January 
2016, and thereby Kenya is ranked at position 139 
out of 168 countries (TI, 2015)
xx
; perhaps this is 
why the majority of international reports classify 
Kenya among the most corrupt countries in the 
world. Corruption in the police sector for example 
enables criminal networks to smuggle migrants 
across Kenya, where there is a huge market for 
migrant smuggling, dominated by five major 
Kenyan groups in the Horn of Africa, according to 
reports issued by the International Institute for 
Peace. This form of Corruption facilitates the 
extraction of false identity cards and forged visas 
that will help migrants cross the Kenyan borders 
illegally by land, sea or even by air, on their way to 
South Africa. (RMMS, 2013)
xxi
  
 In addition to this, a report released by the 
monitoring group of the UN Security Council 
proved that some members of the Eritrean army 
and others from the Eritrean government are 
playing a prominent role in the process of 
smuggling of migrants, which facilitate the contact 
between migrant smuggling networks in eastern 
Sudan and the Eritreans who are interested in 
illegal migration. On the other hand, the 
International Organization for Migration (IOM) 
published a report in 2009 which confirmed that 
corruption facilitates the arrival of Ethiopian illegal 
migrants to South Africa, as several authorities in 
South Africa have taken bribes to facilitate the 
entry of smuggled migrants into South Africa, 
through documents and tickets and forged visas, all 
documents that helped illegal migrants take direct 
flights from Addis Ababa to Johannesburg. The 
report argued that some of the employees in South 
Africa take bribes ranging between $ 400 and $ 600 
in exchange for a visa to South Africa. (RMMS, 
2013)
xxii
 
Third:  migrant smuggling Routes in the Horn 
of Africa 
              The Horn of Africa is one of the regions 
where migrant smuggling is very significant, as 
there is a network of smugglers dominating all 
activities related to migrant smuggling and other 
related crimes committed during the process of 
smuggling migrants –including arms smuggling for 
instance. Here it should be noted that there 
are differences among countries of the horn in 
terms of the stage of smuggling in which each 
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country is involved, as there are countries that are 
a source of smuggled migrants, both within 
and outside the continent, while others are no more 
than transit countries for migrants that are 
smuggled from the Horn of Africa to southern 
Africa. In addition, there are hosting countries for 
migrants and asylum seekers who are being hosted 
in one or more of the refugee camps in this country 
or that in the horn. For such purpose, it's better to 
classify countries of the horn of Africa into three 
main groups; the first includes migrant exporting 
countries or countries that are usually a source of 
migrants, while the second includes the transit 
countries during migrant smuggling trip, and 
finally comes the third group which includes 
the host countries for migrants and asylum seekers. 
1)      Source countries for smuggled 
migrants 
              Eritrea comes on top of the list 
of countries exporting smuggled migrants from 
the Horn of Africa. Perhaps this is what some 
have attributed to the living conditions in 
Eritrea, where poverty is widespread and there 
are no real opportunities for people to improve 
their standard of living. Despite the lack of 
accurate data on the number of smuggled 
migrant from Eritrea, the statistics of UNHCR 
confirms that there are between 1,000 and 
3,000 Eritreans who fled the country each 
month in 2011. Given the difficulty to obtain 
an exit visa from Eritrea, Eritreans usually 
need smugglers to secure their exit from the 
Eritrean territory. The majority of Eritreans 
migrate to Europe, in order to apply for asylum 
in countries such as Italy or Switzerland. Most 
of these asylum seekers have reached the 
European coasts across boats in trips organized 
by migrant smuggling networks in eastern 
Sudan, where there are about six families from 
the Sudanese Rashaida tribe who control the 
market of migrant smuggling in the Horn 
of Africa. Faced with large numbers of 
Eritrean migrants smuggled illegally to 
Europe, Italy signed a set of bilateral 
agreements with the Libyan government, 
together with a range of border control 
measures to prevent illegal migrants from 
reaching Europe. These measures and 
precaution, however, made the processes of 
illegal migration more profitable for 
smugglers, who started to look for alternative 
routes to smuggle Eritrean migrants, one of 
which is through Sinai to Israel. Since then, 
many mediators benefited from the business of 
migrant smuggling, and the market which 
became attractive for many translators & 
security officers to secure the smuggled 
migrants during their trip to the state of 
destination. some estimates have indicated that 
the cost of securing a place in a truck for 
smuggling migrants is around $ 3000 for each 
Eritrean, this is only to carry him to a small 
distance inside the Sudanese territory, but if 
the Eritreans had the desire to rely on 
smugglers throughout the journey from Eritrea 
to Israel, reports claim that the cost of such 
journey could be as high as $ 15,000. (RMMS, 
2013)
xxiii
  
  On the other hand, some Eritrean 
migrants prefer to go to Libya as they start 
their journey from Sudan to Egypt, before 
setting off to Kufra area, which is about 950 
km from Benghazi in Libya. However, the 
northern migration route across Sinai 
is extremely dangerous, where so many 
Eritreans lose their lives during the journey, 
either as a result of lack of water and food 
supplies in this very long distance, or as 
a result of falling from the car of smuggled 
migrants, which usually includes a very large 
number of migrants driving at a high speed on 
unpaved grounds. Moreover, many migrants 
die as a result of exposure to violence and 
torture by smugglers during their migratory 
journey. (GI, 2014) 
xxiv
   
              In addition to Eritrea, Ethiopia is one 
of the major sources of irregular migrants 
smuggled from the horn of Africa. It is worth 
noting that the vast majority of Ethiopian 
migrants –most of whom belong to the 
Amhara and Oromo groups- prefer the eastern 
direction to Yemen, either via the coasts 
of Obock in Djibouti, or through Bossaso in 
Puntland. Although the trip across Puntland 
looks more tiring –as it takes about 30 hours- 
compared to the journey across 
Djibouti, which takes about 4 to 8 hours at 
most, the majority of Ethiopians prefer 
migration across Somalia. This is mainly due 
to the strong bilateral relations between the 
governments of Ethiopia and Djibouti, and 
thereby they fear being arrested by the 
Djiboutian authorities and forcibly returned 
and handed over to the Ethiopian authorities. 
Recent statistics estimate that there was an 
increase in the number of Ethiopian migrants 
smuggled to Yemen from 34,422 in 2010 to 
75,000 in 2011, which continued rising to 
record around 84,000 Ethiopian migrant 
smuggled to Yemen in 2012, which is 
equivalent to about 78% of the total migrants 
who arrived to the coast of Yemen during that 
period. More recent reports indicated that there 
are about 230,000 Ethiopians who have been 
smuggled to Yemen during the last six years. 
The Yemeni authorities, however, questioned 
the accuracy of these figures, emphasizing that 
the true figures are even higher because many 
Ethiopian migrants do not settle in Yemen and 
prefer heading straight to Saudi Arabia. In 
2010, the Ethiopian Foreign Ministry argued 
that there are about 130,000 Ethiopians living 
in Saudi Arabia; most of them are illegal 
migrants. Perhaps this is why the Saudi 
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authorities started to adopt strict measures 
since the beginning of 2011, so as to prevent 
illegal migrants from crossing the borders of 
the Kingdom. As a result of these measures, 
the Saudi authorities expelled about 160,000 
Ethiopians from Saudi territory, being accused 
of crossing borders without documents or 
official visa. As a result, they were deported 
by air to the Ethiopian capital Addis Ababa 
during the period from November 2013 to 
February 2014. (Horwood, 2015)
xxv
  
              In addition to the above, some 
Ethiopian migrants prefer the western route to 
Libya, in an attempt to reach the Italian 
shores. This is considered the most dangerous 
route for migrants, as they have to cut a very 
long distance through the Libyan Desert in 
a stacked migrants trucks, given poor 
conditions of inadequate food and water 
supplies, and thereby many of them lose their 
lives in migration trucks.  (UNODC, 2010)
xxvi
  
              On the other hand, Somalia is another 
source of smuggled migrants abroad, where more 
than one million Somalis are living in refugee 
camps in the Horn of Africa, especially in Kenya, 
Ethiopia, Djibouti and Yemen. Perhaps this is due 
to the hard living conditions faced by many 
Somalis, together with the widespread violence & 
armed conflict taking place across the region, 
particularly in central and southern Somalia. In 
general, there are three main paths for migrants 
smuggled from Somalia, either migrating eastward 
across the Gulf of Aden to Yemen. In this regard 
the number of Somalis migrating illegally to 
Yemen increased from about 18,000 Somalis in 
2010 to around 27,000 in 2011, most of them came 
from south and central Somalia with the help of 
migrant smugglers. In addition to the eastern path, 
some Somalis prefer migrating to the south through 
Kenya down to South Africa, a path that attracted 
around 150,000 Somali refugees in 2011. It should 
be noted that some of these migrants settle in 
Kenya, as estimates indicated the presence of about 
200,000 Somali migrants who arrived at Kenya by 
illegal means and lived in urban centers. Despite 
this fact, the official statistics issued by the Kenyan 
authorities confirm that the total number of Somali 
refugees in Kenya does not exceed 32,000 refugees 
living in refugee camps in Kenya's urban areas. It is 
worth mentioning that the Somali- Kenyan border 
has been officially closed on January 2007, 
however, the flow of illegal migrants from Somalia 
to Kenya continued to grow, with the help of 
smugglers who managed to maximize their profits 
from smuggling migrants in these circumstances. 
As a result, about 140,000 Somalis arrived at 
Kenya during the period from January 2007 to 
April 2010. Since then, official data recorded the 
arrival of some 168,000 Somali refugees in Kenya 
with the help of migrant smugglers during the 
period from 2010 to 2012. (RMMS, 2013)
xxvii
   
               It is worth mentioning that there are 
indications that some Somali refugees returned to 
Somalia during the year 2014, as a result of a tri- 
partite agreement signed between UNHCR, The 
federal government of Somalia and the government 
of Kenya in the year 2013. This treaty assisted the 
voluntary return of Somali nationals from Dadaab 
to Somalia. As a result, the UNHCR assisted over 
5200 Somali returnees to go back to their area of 
origin in December 2014. (EC, 2016)
xxviii
  
 On the other hand, a small number of 
Somali migrants went through the northern track to 
Libya attempting to access the European 
shores.  As shown on table (1), the number of 
Somali migrants who have been smuggled to Italy 
through Libya rose from 4,113 migrants in 2014 to 
10,050 migrants in 2015, notwithstanding the strict 
measures adopted by the Italian authorities 
towards illegal migrants from Africa. (Sahan & 
ISSP, 2016)
xxix
  
Table (3) 
Smuggled migrants to the Italian Shores from 
January 2014 to September 2015 
Country 
of Origin 
The number of 
migrants in 
2014 
The number of 
migrants in 
2015 
Eritrea 32,357 35938 
Somalia 4113 10050 
Sudan 2370 8370 
Nigeria 6951 17886 
  
Source: Sahan Foundation and ISSP, Human 
Smuggling Trafficking on the Horn of 
Africa-Central Mediterranean Route, 
(Addis Ababa: Sahan Foundation and IGAD 
security Sector Program, February 2016), p.12 
2)      Transit Countries for smuggled 
migrants 
              Djibouti is one of the transit countries for 
migrants smuggled across the Horn of Africa, The 
majority of whom are coming from Ethiopia or 
Somalia and heading to Yemen through 
Djibouti.  In late 2011, it was estimated that around 
1000 Somali migrants have been smuggled across 
Djibouti every month. In the year 2012, the total 
number of migrants smuggled to Yemen via 
Djibouti was about 80,000 migrants, which is 
equivalent to 75% of the total illegal migrants from 
the horn of Africa to Yemen across the shores 
of Obock, who are estimated to about 107,500. 
(Fazzina, 2012)
xxx
 statistics published 
in international reports on monitoring 
the smuggling of migrants in the Horn noted that 
migration rates are increasing, In October 2012, for 
example, about 102 boats reached the Yemeni 
shores, each carrying about 68 migrants smuggled 
across the shores of Djibouti, resulting in a total 
number of 1213 migrants smuggled to Yemen by 
boats in one year only. (RMMS, 2013)
xxxi
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              In addition to Djibouti, Kenya is another 
example of transit countries for migrants 
smuggled from Ethiopia and Somalia to South 
Africa, through Mombasa, where they are 
transported in boats, each carrying around 100 
migrants who are taken by smugglers to Mtwara 
city on the Tanzanian shores, and then through 
a great distance in the desert until they access 
Mozambique. In 2009, a study conducted by 
the ILO spotted that the average cost of obtaining 
an official seal to enter the Kenyan territory or 
travel through Kenya was estimated by $ 300 for 
each passport.  Similarly, the Somali capital, 
Mogadishu, is considered a transit for migrants 
heading to the north, through Puntland, Somaliland 
and Djibouti, where they are shipped in boats 
across the sea to the shores of Yemen. However, it 
has been reported that many smuggled migrants 
can not afford the fees demanded by smugglers to 
organize the trip, and therefore, they cut hundreds 
of miles on foot heading north to Bossasso. 
(RMMS, 2013)
xxxii
  
 3)      Destination countries for smuggled 
migrants and asylum seekers 
              The majority of migrants smuggled from 
the Horn of Africa prefer to go outside the Horn 
region, either to Yemen and Saudi Arabia across 
the Gulf of Aden, or to one of the countries of 
the South, especially South Africa. In 2014, the 
number of smuggled migrants from the Horn 
of Africa to Yemen has been estimated by 82,000 
migrants, compared to about 65,000 migrants in 
2013, which confirms that there is a marked 
increase in the number of smuggled migrants from 
the countries of the Horn of Africa to Yemen. 
(Martin & sara Bonfanti, 2015)
xxxiii
  However, there 
is a small number of migrants settling in refugee 
camps in countries of the Horn, mainly in Djibouti, 
and Kenya. Despite the fact that Djibouti is often a 
transit for migrants heading to the shores 
of Yemen, According to figures by UNHCR and 
ONARS (the government refugee agency), as of 
29th September 2015 there were 3,125 refugees 
registered in Obock including 2,952 Yemeni 
nationals and various other Third Country 
Nationals, from a total of 30,000 migrants residing 
in the Addeh refugee camp in Djibouti.  (RMMS, 
2015)
xxxiv
 In addition to Djibouti, Kenya hosts 
the largest number of Somali refugees and asylum 
seekers in the world, which was estimated by 
463,000 refugees, in addition to some 97,800 
refugees from southern Sudan, as well as 21,300 
Ethiopian refugees. (Horwood, 2015)
xxxv
   
              On the other hand, Sudan is one of the 
host countries for migrants smuggled either from 
West Africa, or from the Horn of Africa. At the end 
of 2015, the number of refugees and asylum 
seekers in Sudan was estimated by about 460,000 
refugees, most of them are Eritreans. In addition, 
Sudan is a transit point for migrants heading to 
Libya, with the help of eastern migrant smuggling 
networks active in this region, as noted previously. 
(Sahan & ISSP, 2016)
xxxvi
 
 Moreover, South Sudan continues to host 
265,701 refugees, despite its unstable conditions 
under continuous tensions. The majority of these 
refugees are from neighboring Sudan (92%), 
followed by Democratic Republic of Congo (6%), 
then Ethiopia and Central African Republic, who 
make up the remaining 2%. (RMMS, 2015)
xxxvii
 
Fourth:  UN Strategies and mechanisms to deal 
with migrant smuggling in the Horn of Africa 
              As a result of the escalation of 
the phenomenon of migrant smuggling in the Horn 
of Africa, the UNHCR formed a working group 
in 2011, which included staff members from 
the Commission headquarters and other field 
offices, which have been assigned the task 
of studying and analyzing the phenomenon and 
monitoring all relevant migrant smuggling or 
trafficking activities in the Horn of Africa. After 
collecting the necessary information concerning the 
mentioned phenomenon, the working group came 
up with what was known as "the regional strategy 
to combat the smuggling of migrants and 
trafficking in East Africa and the Horn of Africa.", 
together with the regional plan of action for 
implementing such strategy, both of which are 
presented in detail as follows.  
1)     The United Nations strategy to 
combat the smuggling of migrants 
in the region 
              This strategy was adopted by the UNHCR 
working group in 2012 , in order to determine 
the priorities of intervention to combat such 
phenomenon, and to guarantees the protection 
of rights of refugees, asylum seekers and displaced 
persons and others vulnerable to migrant 
smuggling in the horn. The strategy argued that 
combating migrant smuggling needs cooperation 
and coordination among all relevant partners, 
whether they are state or non - state actors. It has 
also identified a number of strategic goals aimed 
at providing protection for the victims of 
smuggling, and here are the objectives of the 
strategy as follows: (UNHCR, 2012)
 xxxviii
 
 Identifying Solutions for refugees and 
providing alternatives to the use of 
migrant smugglers  
 strengthening cooperation among states 
to enhance the capacity of governments 
to provide protection 
 Supporting partnerships to address 
the problem of smuggling of migrants , 
and to provide effective solutions to 
the problems facing those affected 
 Raising awareness about the 
phenomenon and supporting 
communication on the implications 
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              In order to achieve these goals, the 
Working Group has developed a regional action 
plan to implement the strategy. The most important 
pillars in the action plan are concluded as follows: 
2)     The Regional Action Plan to 
counter the smuggling of migrants 
and trafficking in East Africa and 
the Horn of Africa 
 The regional action plan to counter 
the smuggling of migrants and trafficking in East 
and Horn of Africa , which was adopted in 
2012 aims at assisting all stakeholders to 
implement the UN strategy for combating migrant 
smuggling in the region. The plan included a range 
of proposed solutions and approaches within each 
of the objectives of the strategy, that are expected 
to help implement such objectives in an attempt to 
combat smuggling of migrants in the east and horn 
of Africa. (UNHCR, 2012)
xxxix
  
 In regards to the first goal, the UNHCR 
provided some examples of solutions that can help 
in dealing with the phenomenon of migrant 
smuggling in the Horn of Africa, including 
encouraging the return of displaced or 
unaccompanied children to achieve family unity, 
Self – reliance, education and access to livelihoods, 
Facilitating the voluntary return of migrants 
either to their country of origin or to their previous 
country of asylum, and providing protection for 
migrants against any attacks and helping them 
legitimize their status as refugees where possible. 
As for the second goal through which the UN aims 
at enhancing cooperation among states to put a 
regional approach to combat migrant smuggling, 
the regional plan of action proposed some 
prominent approaches that included providing 
support for legislative and institutional frameworks 
through the development of border management 
systems and regulating the issue of asylum, 
Maintaining the rule of law and justice and 
criminalizing all migrant smuggling practices, and  
Supporting a high level constructive dialogue 
which is based on a real political will to employ all 
the possible actions to combat the phenomenon 
of smuggling of migrants in the horn. 
 As for the third goal in the UN strategy, 
which deals with collaboration and partnership 
among all stakeholders, The action plan proposed 
various levels of partnerships that would help in 
combating such phenomenon, including 
partnerships between: refugees and asylum seekers 
in the Diaspora, the United Nations and other 
regional and international bodies to follow up cases 
of the smuggling of migrants, governments and 
donor agencies to support civil society and all 
organizations involved in the implementation of 
the action plan. And finally, in regards to the fourth 
goal of the strategy for combating migrant 
smuggling, which is related to raising awareness 
about the dangers of the phenomenon and ways of 
prevention, The Un plan of action confirmed that 
there is an urgent need to intensify the efforts 
of partners to carry out awareness campaigns on 
the dangers of illegal migration in the region, 
together with encouraging governments to take 
deterrent measures against criminals accused 
of smuggling migrants. Moreover, the plan 
suggested that both traditional institutions and civil 
society organizations should conduct awareness 
campaigns on teaching people how they 
should deal with the victims of migrant smuggling 
and human trafficking. 
 Despite all the previously mentioned 
Strategy and plan of Action, migrant smuggling is 
still on the rise, especially From Eritreans who fled 
the horn of Africa to Europe, with many casualties. 
In the first three quarters of 2014, around 3,000 
people died trying to cross the Mediterranean to 
Europe, and by December of the same year, over 
207,000 people arrived to Europe irregularly by 
sea, many of whom have been beaten, raped or 
even tortured by smugglers during their journey to 
Europe. In this context, it's important to note that 
UNHCR attempts to support countries of the horn 
region in controlling migrant smuggling, are 
useless without dealing with root causes which 
create drivers for prompting people to migrate 
illegally remains a challenge that needs to be 
addressed through focus on broader issues as peace 
building and economic development in countries of 
the Horn. (UNHCR, 2014)
xl
 
 In Addition, combating migrant 
smuggling in the horn of Africa could hardly be 
achieved unless the Governments of the horn have 
a strong political will to put an end to such 
phenomenon, & deploy all sufficient mechanisms 
to insure cooperation among all formal & informal 
stakeholders to combat migrant smuggling. A quick 
look at the ratifications or acceptances of the horn 
countries on the UN protocol against migrant 
smuggling reveals that such countries are not yet 
committed to put an end to such crime. From 
among the previously mentioned countries of the 
horn, only Kenya & Djibouti made accession to the 
protocol in 2005, & it was not until June 2012 that 
Ethiopia joined them. This reflects a poor political 
will towards combating such crime, which means 
that a lot needs to be done before expecting any 
changes through the UN strategies and attempts. 
(The UN, 2015)
xli
  
 Conclusion 
              Despite the importance of the objectives 
and themes contained in the strategic framework 
& the Regional Action Plan on Combating 
Smuggling of Migrants in the Horn of Africa, but 
in reality the UN is unable to achieve the desired 
objectives under the strategy and plan of action 
previously mentioned. In the follow - up report 
related to the fight against the smuggling of 
migrants and trafficking achievements in east 
Africa and the Horn of Africa, the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees confirmed that 
Migrant Smuggling in the Horn of Africa: the hard Route towards Illusive Promises 
 
Asian Journal of Multidisciplinary Studies, 4(6) May, 2016 59 
there is a rise in the number of migrants smuggled 
from the Horn of Africa during the years 2013 and 
2014, which indicates that there are shortcomings 
in the implementation of the strategy and the 
regional action plan in a way that makes it almost 
useless, especially in the light of the circumstances 
experienced by the inhabitants of the Horn 
of Africa from the proliferation of conflicts and 
growing organized crime networks and gangs of 
smuggling of migrants and poor coordination 
between the Horn countries and each other on 
a common strategy to contain this phenomenon, 
mainly due to the history of hostilities among 
countries of the Horn. All this made  the possibility 
of combating the crime of smuggling of migrants 
under the current strategies of the United Nations 
an extremely difficult task. It is worth noting that 
all UN efforts related to the fight against 
the smuggling of migrants have focused on 
protecting victims and raising awareness about 
the phenomenon, without taking proper measures 
to deal with the root causes of such phenomenon, 
and thereby any efforts to combat migrant 
smuggling would not be fruitful without 
appropriate attention towards economic, political 
and other factors that are fueling irregular migrants 
to employ smugglers to facilitate their journey 
abroad.  
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